T he Laboratory Medicine staff, editorial board, and contributors are engaging in a continuous process to improve the quality of the publication. One important component in making decisions about the best way to serve readers is feedback. The first 4 issues of Laboratory Medicine this year included reader surveys on a broad range of topics. About 300 readers responded each month to the first 3 surveys. Each survey consisted of 11 or 12 questions.
Yes, that's right-300 of 155,072 regular recipients of Laboratory Medicine responded. Clearly, this is not the broad response we had sought, and it is not sufficiently representative to be used to determine new directions. So, "It seems that" is added to each of the brief discussions of trends below. "Shall we assume" is added to each reported trend to suggest possible implications of the findings for Laboratory Medicine. We hope that many of you will be spurred to give us your views.
R Re es su ul lt ts s
The 3 tables show 34 survey questions in order of agreement, by month. Readers have high levels of agreement with 14 items, medium agreement with 9 items, and low agreement with 11. The response choices were very strongly disagree, strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree, and very strongly agree. Survey statements with negative wording have been reversed and converted to positive wording for accurate data measurement on the agreement scale. It seems that several themes emerged from the readers' responses.
It seems that instrumentation content is of high interest to this group. Laboratorians are busy professionals who need a good (and better) way to keep up-to-date with new instrumentation, assays, and tests. Instrument comparisons are very helpful. There is medium interest in breaking news and updates about the companies that create the instrumentation and products laboratorians use every day. Learning about esoteric testing is also of medium importance. Shall we assume that readers' needs will be met when, say, 30% of the content of Laboratory Medicine is devoted to articles, abstracts, comparative tables, CE updates, etc, on new instrumentation, methods, and techniques?
It seems that continuing education and professional development are important to Laboratory Medicine readers. They are willing to use their personal time to further their growth in these areas.
Shall we assume that readers of Laboratory Medicine do not otherwise have adequate time available for these activities?
There is medium agreement that laboratorians have access to good resources for professional development. There is high agreement that casestudy-based continuing education is preferred.
Shall we assume that our CE Updates will be better for readers if they are strictly case presentations? EDITOR'S NOTE: Although we are planning to run these surveys again, we are anticipating some of you will want to respond immediately after reading this article. We encourage you to refer back to your January through April issues of Laboratory Medicine, fill out these surveys (if you have not already done so), and mail or fax us your responses by July 31. Our fax number is (312) 738-0101. Our mailing address is 2100 W Harrison St, Chicago, IL 60612.
EDITOR'S NOTE: This article contains data from responses to the first 3 surveys. The fourth survey's results, on Internet usage, were assessed at the same time this article was being prepared for publication. However, 483 readers have responded. It seems that management skills are increasingly important, but readers do not feel that they have adequate education and training in management issues. They do not feel that their workload is excessive, and they do not expect to cross-train into another specialty area in the next few years. Staff morale in the workplace is not good. Shall we assume that readers want more management CE Updates and fewer science-related ones? Shall we assume that readers want management case-study presentations?
Talking Back: Reader Survey Results
It seems that Laboratory Medicine is considered useful to its readers, with every issue containing something of professional interest.
However, Laboratory Medicine is not the best source of information to help readers do their jobs better. It is not their favorite monthly magazine or journal.
Shall we assume that this is okay given that it is considered useful and contains something of professional interest?
Readers do not consider Laboratory Medicine the first publication to cover new topics. There is medium agreement that respondents learn more about new technologies by reading Laboratory Medicine than other publications. Shall we assume that scientific articles with references-but not necessarily peer-reviewed-help readers do their jobs better? Shall we assume that short-format content on instrumentation, miscellaneous questions and answers, basic management tips, and quick explanations of regulation and legislation issues are what readers want? Shall we assume that continuing education is best presented in a case-study format? D Di is sc cu us ss si io on n Do we now have the beginnings of a blueprint to plan the magazine that readers would prefer?
Laboratory Medicine is committed to responding to reader preferences. So, in the ensuing months, it is our intent to repeat and add questions to the Reader Surveys, thereby evoking more responses and helping to confirm or modify these findings. In the future, we will provide the survey on a postage-paid enclosure so that it can be returned more conveniently by mail, or by fax.
We will ask you for your opinion. We will make changes. The scientific method we use for data analysis (see sidebar) allows us to benchmark and check for progress in reader satisfaction. Laboratory Medicine is your publication. What do you want? Engage in the dialogue, and help us become the best reflection of your professional interests.l 
Agreement Statement Item Number
Highest I would benefit from a Q&A column directed to topics within my laboratory area 2 I am interested in case studies and would like to read more of them 8 I am interested in articles that quickly explain regulation and legislation issues 6 I would benefit from articles including basic management tips and suggestions 5
Medium A regular column written by a small group of working medical laboratory 9 professionals, that chronicles their concerns and interests, would interest me I am interested in breaking news and updates about the companies that create 10 the instrumentation and products that we use every day Many brief scientific updates covering a wide range of topics would be more 1 helpful to me than single-topic, multipage articles I am interested in articles on the stresses, frustrations, and pressures medical 4 laboratory professionals face every day
Lowest
My workload is excessive 7
Personal profiles of individual medical laboratory professionals do interest me 11
Staff morale in my workplace is good 3
Objective Measurement
The methodology used to analyze data for this report is based on the Rasch Model. The first thing that is done in this objective measurement data analysis is to "test the test": to examine the items on the survey to make sure they are doing their job and creating a valid ruler to measure the variable. Do the items cover the range of the variable? That is, are some items easier to agree with than others? The test is not useful if everything is densely clustered. That would be like giving a test with only simple addition problems. We would not know whether the test taker could perform other mathematical functions-we would have no idea of that person's ability, only whether he or she could add. So, too, it is with survey research. If we have a range of easier to harder items, then we have an indication of the intensity of a person's attitude. Do all of the items "fit?" Are we measuring what we think we are measuring? Which items, if any, need to be rewritten for future surveys? Checking for fit also allows us to be sure we are measuring one thing at a time and not confusing issues. The 3 Reader Surveys passed all tests with flying colors. The items fit and have an acceptable range of difficulty. This means that we have developed calibrated instruments that measure what they are designed for and can be used to examine various elements and aspects of Laboratory Medicine reader attitudes and satisfaction.l
